New Mexico Historical Review
Volume 55

Number 1

Article 3

1-1-1980

Transitions in Pueblo Agriculture, 1938-1948
James Vlasich

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/nmhr

Recommended Citation
Vlasich, James. "Transitions in Pueblo Agriculture, 1938-1948." New Mexico Historical Review 55, 1
(2021). https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/nmhr/vol55/iss1/3

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by UNM Digital Repository. It has been accepted for
inclusion in New Mexico Historical Review by an authorized editor of UNM Digital Repository. For more information,
please contact amywinter@unm.edu, lsloane@salud.unm.edu, sarahrk@unm.edu.

TRANSITIONS IN PUEBLO AGRICULTURE,
1938-1948
JAMES A. VLASICH

AGRICULTURE HAS BEEN A MAJOR CONCERN for the Pueblo Indians from time immemorial. It is an activity inextricably interwoven with the religion, government, and, in essence, the very
existence of the Pueblos. l For centuries, crop raising was the basis
of the Pueblos' subsistence economy. This practice persisted
through the Spanish, Mexican, and early American periods. The
only changes in Pueblo agriculture during this time were the introduction of new crops and implements and the codification of
legal systems governing farming irrigation.
During their earlier periods of wardship, the Pueblo Indians accepted and incorporated certain agricultural innovations while rejecting others. Basically, the Pueblo diet consisted of corn, beans,
squash, and whatever meat could be secured by hunting. 2 . Although new crops were added during the Spanish period, they did
not have a dynamic impact on the Pueblo diet. Also, the Indians
preferred the planting stick to the plow and depended on silt
deposits from spring floods for fertilizer instead of animal wastes.
Anthropologists have noted that the Pueblos had a proclivity to
resist dramatic changes in their culture while adopting certain foreign modifications. This practice, dubbed compartmentalization,
entailed integration of only those innovations that did not cause
major alterations in the Pueblos' ancient cultural traditions. 3
Their basic patterns would, in the main, continue. While not all
the Pueblos shared this view, it was a concept that shaped federal
policy. The Bureau of Indian Affairs recognized that any farm
program they initiated that ignored this Pueblo trait would be
doomed to partial acceptance at best.
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In the twentieth century, however, the rapid increase of population after decades of stability necessitated alterations in ancient
farming methods. At the turn of the century, the Pueblo Indians of
New Mexico numbered a little more than 9,000. By the early
1930s, this figure increased 20 percent to 11,346. The Pueblo population increased almost 18 percent during the Depression and an
additional 10 percent, to 15,309, through the World War II era. 4
Fortunately, land acquisition programs during this time increased the number of acres that Pueblo Indians owned. The
Pueblo Lands Act of 1924 afforded the natives compensation
money for land, water rights, and reclamation. These funds not
only introduced the Pueblos to a cash economy but also enabled
them to finance additional land purchases. As a result, fifteen of
the Pueblo tribes bought 47,054 acres. While the acquisition of
much-needed acreage may have appeared to solve the problem of
an increasing population, the benefits of the new land were limited, since the Pueblos irrigated only 2,869 acres or 6 percent of
the land purchased through compensation funds. s
Like most people in the United States, the Pueblos felt the impact of the Depression. Crafts, tourism, and off-reservation work,
which had helped to bolster their economy before 1930, suffered
in the decade that followed. As an adjunct to the New Deallegislation, Congress passed the Indian Reorganization Act (IRA) in
1934. In part, this act provided for the establishment of sound Indian economies. The Indian New Deal, however, posed a threat to
the established traditions among the Pueblo agriculturalists, and,
as a result, the IRA had no immediate impact on the Pueblos.
The Bureau of Indian Affairs sought to implement New Deal
programs on Pueblo reservations. In 1935, as a measure to increase bureaucratic efficiency, Commissioner of Indian Affairs
John Collier, formed the United Pueblos Agency (UPA) with headquarters in Albuquerque and named Dr. Sophie Aberle to replace
the three superintendents of the northern, southern, and Zuni
jurisdictions. Given the precarious climate of the arid regions of
New Mexico, the Pueblo Indians required modern agricultural expertise to increase their output and feed their rapidly expanding
population. Therefore, Collier decided to seek aid from the Soil
Conservation Service (SCS) to rehabilitate eroded land. 6
The Indian Division of the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCCill) was the first New Deal agency to exert a profound impact on
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Pueblo agriculture. Collier and the leaders of the Indian Bureau
argued that Indians should have their own branch of the CCe. In
April of 1933, President Roosevelt approved this idea and allocated almost six million dollars for work on land restoration. The
Commissioner wished to help the Indians maintain their subsistence-level agriculture and improve their farming techniques
through educational programs. The ecc maintenance work
camps established for the Indians, unlike non-Indian work centers,
resembled the reservation community. Since the Pueblos were
reluctant to accept government innovations, however, the instructive efforts of the CCC-ID progressed slowly, making little headway until 1938. 7
CCC activities were handled differently for the Pueblos than for
most tribes throughout the country. Superintendent Aberle, who
exercised almost complete independence in her administration,
controlled the activities of the cce with little interference from
the Indian Bureau. The duties of the CCC leaders among the
Pueblos, unlike those on other reservations, were carried out by officials from the SCS and the Soil Erosion Service (SES). Therefore,
the work of these organizations had a strong influence on the
Pueblo cec program. 8
Petty jealousies between the SCS and the Indian Bureau, however, soon led to conflict between the two groups. Although the
Conservation Service maintained that the Pueblos should rapidly
adopt its programs, the conservative Indians were not willing to
accept passively radical government innovations. Bureau officials,
more aware of this tendency among the Pueblos than personnel of
the SCS, were stymied by the aggressiveness of the Conservation
Service. The Department of Agriculture, which funded the SCS,
thought that its methods should not be questioned by the Bureau
and, as a result of the conflict, tried to secure drastic cuts in the
funds for the Pueblo CCC program in 1938. 9
Despite these conflicts, the CCC moved ahead. One of its activities was well drilling. These wells were designed to replace or
supplement existing domestic water supply systems; many of the
Pueblos used this water on garden plots located within the villages. In 1939 engineer Alan Laflin scheduled projects at Isleta,
Sandia, San Juan, Santa Ana, Zuni, and Acoma. The Irrigation
Division handled work at Zuni and Acoma while maintenance
forces constructed the other four projects. Laflin estimated the
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cost of these projects at $12,400, adding that the Zuni construction work would be delayed if the funds were insufficient. lo
Naturally, this decision would be unpopular at Zuni. It would
alienate further a group already resentful of the consolidation efforts of the United Pueblos Agency.
Another function of the CCC-ID was the development of
springs. In 1939, Assistant Field Aide William Rapp encouraged
the immediate commencement of work on these projects. While
springs usually had been used for stockwatering, Rapp suggested
that if they could be used for domestic purposes, the Conservation
Corps should make this water supply available for community
use. In more remote areas, springs might be used to irrigate land
otherwise unsuitable for agriculture. II
An adequate w.ater supply for the Pueblos also concerned
officials. At the turn of the century, the federal government had
constructed reservoirs for Pueblo Indians who were without a constant water supply. Unfortunately, as a result of silt collection,
many of these reservoirs were no longer capable of holding an adequate water supply. The inadequacy of the reservoirs was a major
concern of the Indian Bureau and Dr. Aberle. Conservationist
T. P. Bixby of the Department of the Interior asked the Pueblo
superintendent how much silt removal work needed to be done.
After obtaining this information, Bixby hoped to purchase the
equipment necessary to restore Pueblo reservoirs to their full
carrying capacity.l2
The Agricultural Adjustment Administration (AAA) was another New Deal program that influenced changing agricultural
practices of the Pueblos. Recognizing that agriculture had suffered greatly throughout the 1920s, New Dealers thought that
prompt action should be taken to raise farm prices. In 1933 Congress established the AAA to carry out this goal. Because the
organization hoped to encourage soil-building methods, American
farmers were offered government subsidies for withdrawing acreage from production. Realizing the importance of these measures,
the Indian Service urged that the AAA include Indian farmlands.
Activities for the AAA on Indian reservations differed only in that
Indian Service extension personnel were employed to administer
the program.
In 1939 this New Deal program was extended to the Pueblo In-
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dians, who began to receive money for soil-building programs.
Under the AAA, payments were made to the Pueblos for renovation, planting, leveling, manure-plowing, and fertilizer use. For
renovating alfalfa fields through the elimination of grass and
weeds, the Indians received $0.75 per acre. Planting new alfalfa
fields paid $3.00 per acre, and leveling land paid $6.50 per acre.
This latter process was more lucrative than other innovations
because it allowed the land to be irrigated with a smaller amount
of water, it controlled erosion, and it avoided the burning of high
spots and the drowning of low areas. The Pueblos also received
$1.50 per acre for plowing under green manure crops and applying commercial fertilizers. 13
A survey of eight of the pueblos in 1939, as seen on page 31
(Table 1), shows the impact of the AAA program on alfalfa planting, land renovation, green manure plowing, and parity checks. I.
These statistics indicate that most of the pueblos surveyed were
reluctant to become involved in the AAA program. Their natural
tendency to reject government innovations remained dominant.
For many Indians, concepts of the administration were difficult to
understand. Why should the federal government pay a farmer for
not growing crops in an area he had used for years? Accustomed
to using silt as fertilizer, Indians reacted negatively to the use.of
manure as compost. These figures also reveal that Taos alone
received more than 40 percent of these AAA benefits, and along
with Picuris and San Juan collected more than 80 percent of the
administration's funds. At the same time, although the concept of
parity might have seemed alien to the Pueblos, all Indians who
were interviewed participated in the program to some extent.
However, the practice of "compartmentalization" that the
Pueblos had followed for centuries limited the effectiveness of this
New Deal program on their reservations.
Interest in technical assistance, on the other hand, was increasing among the Pueblos. Regulations that governed AAA activities
became more stringent each year, and the acting director of the
Land-Use Division, Dan T. O'Neill, feared that Indians would lose
some benefits if their activities were not approved. O'Neill suggested that the Pueblos needed range assistance from the Soil Conservation Service, but they did not require technical advice for
their farm programs. IS However, Antonio Abeita of Isleta Pueblo
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requested "an 'honest to goodness' farm agent down here-a white
man that [sic] would contact the Indian farmers, in view of combating the many farm problems that arise. "16
By 1940, benefits to the Pueblos from the AAA program were
increasing. In April of that year, economist L. B. Liljenquist met
with officers and family heads at Cochiti to discuss the AAA farm
and range programs. After the meeting, twenty-six Cochiti
farmers signed applications allowing them to take part in AAA
farm activities during 1940. Undoubtedly the payments made to
the ten farmers who participated in the soil-building program in
1939 were an incentive to others. Many of the farmers applied
part of their Triple A money as payment on debts that had accumulated in their reimbursable accounts. 17
Information about the administration's payment programs
spread unevenly throughout the Pueblo region. Although the
United Pueblos Agency had hoped that New Deal legislation
would be widely accepted among the Pueblos, even the Agency's
more moderate efforts were thwarted on the conservative reservations. Dr. Aberle wrote the governor of the Jemez Pueblo at the
end of 1940 to explain the benefits, purposes, and procedures of
the AAA, and to assure the governor that the program was not
designed to steal Indian land. She stressed that the government
had no claim to the improved land. Aberle also reminded the
governor that payments Indians received did not have to be
repaid. IS Despite these assurances, a few Pueblos still feared
federal interference in their agricultural programs.
With the assistance of the Triple A and the CCC-ID on Pueblo
reservations, some Indians took advantage of the land obtained
through acquisition programs. In addition, the soil conservation
efforts of the AAA allowed Pueblos to make better use of their
traditional farmlands. Table 2 on the following page shows the
relationships among total acres, farmland, cropland, rangeland,
and population for the Pueblos in 1940. The cropland figures
represent that portion of available farmland being cultivated. 19
These figures reveal that most of the Pueblo land was used for
grazing. Rangeland accounted for almost 90 percent of the total
acreage, while cropland made up only 1.4 percent. Almost half of
the arable acreage was not being cultivated. The number of cultivated acres per person shows the extent to which each community
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TABLE I: PUEBLO AAA PAYMENTS-I 939
Pueblo
Taos
Picuris
San Juan

Alfalfa
$61.80

Manure

Renovation
$4.95

$4.20

12.00
45.00

Parity

Total

$265.73

$336.68

87.72

99.72

180.00

225.00

58.00

58.00

Santa Clara
San I1defonso
Nambe
Pojoaque

15.00

16.28

41.76

56.76

3.85

6.85

22.55

22.55

$675.89

$821.84

3.00

Tesuque
Total

16.28

$136.80

$4.95

$4.20

TABLE 2: PUEBLO ACREAGE FIGURES-I 940

Pueblo

Total
Acreage

Farmland

Cropland

Rangeland

Population"

Cultivated
Acres
Per Person

Isleta

185,295

4,683

3,006

180,612

1,304

2.31

Sandia

20,974

1,618

765

19,356

5.50

Acoma
Laguna

150,294
240,773

1,850

1,113

115,622

139
1,322

3,400

1,570

2,686

Zuni

334,361

231,993
299,251

2,319

0.58
1.07

20,502

273
235
767

1.48
2.03
0.98

0.84

Santa Ana

24,860

6,300
714

2,485
595

Zia

16,689

650

327

Jemez
San Felipe

33,013
41,471

1,600

1,369

13,584
29,995

3,230

1,035

36,071

Santo Domingo

70,952

3,478

1,329

65,271

697
1,017

Cochiti

23,641

702

21,250

346

Santa Clara

45,200

1,364
700

520

44,500

528

Tesuque

17,078
19,282

290

190

16,298

147

1.29

600

279
43

18,273

144

10,794

25

1.94
1.72

401

14,540

147

2.73

Nambe
Pojoaque
San I1defonso

19,989

50
720

Picuris
Taos

14,975
22,798

220
4,800

11,593

2.18
1.39
1.78
1.31

186

8,848

115

1.62

2,015

16,134

830

2.43

Sanjuan

12,329

1,250

922

11,079

702

1.31

Totals

1,305,567

37,517

18,852

1,173,973

13,743

1.37
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depended on agriculture. For example, while Zuni devoted more
acres to agriculture than any other tribe, this practice did not
dominate their economy. On the other hand, Sandia had only onethird as many acres in cultivation as Zuni, but no other Pueblo
emphasized crop growing to such an extent. For the Pueblos to
develop the full potential of their farmland, more government aid
and Indian cooperation were necessary.
AAA regulations were explicit and strictly enforced. In 1941,
for example, the administration's regulations for the United
Pueblos Agency included a stipulation that a deduction would be
made from the subsidy checks of those who planted more acres
than AAA contracts designated. Every participating farmer was
issued a market~ng card which he had to present when he sold his
products to the government. All Indians were required to let administration authorities measure their acreage to see that the land
planted complied with government standards. The AAA contended that an Indian who usually grew less than ten acres of
wheat could benefit from the program. While the agency emphasized the voluntary nature of Pueblo involvement, it did urge
Indian participation. For example, the government would not
guarantee the purchase of Pueblo wheat unless the Indians joined
the program. 21
Government personnel felt that the logic behind their actions
helped to overcome the traditional Pueblo fear of outside interference in their agricultural program. The Pueblos who
adopted federal agricultural programs became more proficient
farmers. Conversely, those who rejected the AAA or did not
adhere to its policies would lose benefits that could help feed the
expanding population. To help overcome Indian reluctance, the
federal government and the UPA pointed to the economic hardships Pueblos had experienced during the Depression.
As population grew in the Pueblo region, demands on the Indians' water supply also increased. The usurpation of Pueblo
water rights by users upstream led to yearly water shortage for
seven of the tribes, and the demands of farmers downstream
caused additional loss of water. The overtaxing of the limited
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water supply in New Mexico affected the Pueblos of Santa Clara,
Tesuque, Nambe, Pojoaque, San Ildefonso, Acoma, and Laguna. 22
In January of 1940, the Upper Rio Grande Drainage Basin Committee held its first meeting. The committee, formed under the National Resources Planning Board, represented state and federal
agencies concerned with Rio Grande irrigation water. The committee's purpose was to allow various parties to discuss irrigation
projects and protest against the possible loss of water rights to new
developments along the river. Because projects in Colorado, New
Mexico, and Texas utilized almost all of the water of the Rio
Grande, the future of new irrigation projects among the Pueblos
was in jeopardy.
According to the terms of the Rio Grande Compact which governed these three states, the Pueblos agreed to work with the state
engineer. Generally their projects would have been approved
without much conflict. However, because of complaints from
users downstream, the United Pueblos Agency was required to
submit a list of future irrigation developments for those Indians in
the Rio Grande watershed. Acting Agency Superintendent Alan
Laflin feared that the long list of projects, which required approximately 25,000 acre-feet of water, would not receive approval
from the Basin Committee. He thought that if the projects were
submitted in a piecemeal fashion, the probability .of approval
would be considerably better. 23 Laflin was also reluctant to submit a list of projects which might be interpreted as a complete
forecast of future Pueblo irrigation undertakings and therefore
lead to limitations on the potential of Indian agricultural development. He informed the Planning Board that his present inventory
was temporary and that he would revise it in the future. However,
knowing that there would be no funds available after the end of
the 1940-41 fiscal year, Laflin was pessimistic about the future of
Pueblo irrigation plans.
All of the Pueblo irrigation projects remained under investigation until March of 1940. It was desirable to start construction
during the following summer because vast amounts of labor were
needed to maintain older ditches and expand the irrigation system

,
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so Pueblos could develop their agricultural program. Laflin
estimated the total cost for irrigation construction at
$2,200,500. 24
PROPOSED IRRIGATION COST LIST FOR 1940-41
Acoma
Cochiti
Isleta
Jemez
Laguna
Nambe

$140.000
107,000
127,000
83,000
160,000
83,000

Picuris
Pojoaque
Sandia
San Felipe
San Ildefonso
San Juan

$

9,500
15,000
111,500
90,000
69,500
96,500

Santa Ana
Santa Clara
Santo Domingo

$ 34,500
150,000

Taos
Tesuque

147,500
325,000
89,000

Zia
Zuni

68,500
294,000

The federal government, of course, could not anticipate natural
disasters, and thus it was not prepared in the late spring of 1941
when the Rio Grande overflowed its banks for almost two months.
This catastrophe inundated more than 50,000 acres of land above
the Elephant Butte Reservoir. The damages and emergency measures cost approximately $1,678,800. Since the flooding also involved the entire Rio Grande watershed, small farms along the
tributary systems suffered land and crop 10sses. 25 The results of the
flood were devastating to the subsistence economy of the Pueblo
Indians in this region. In some areas, many acres of cultivated
land were washed away, and additional farm acreage was sufficiently flooded to cause severe crop loss. The United Pueblos
Agency applied for federal aid, and Dr. Aberle estimated that
$153,700 in additional funds would be required to repair flood
damages and to prevent further destruction. Concerned about
future flood damage among the Pueblos, the Agency urged immediate action on bank protection. Both the Irrigation Division
and Soil Moisture Conservation Operation Division (SMCO)
would work with the CCC-ID to construct protection projects for
the Pueblos, Dr. Aberle estimated that approximately $70,000 of
the regular funds appropriated for the CCC and the SMCO could
be put toward the total cost of repair work. 26
The plans to increase the construction projects on irrigation
canals and to supply flood protection presented no threat to traditional Pueblo lifestyles. On the contrary, these projects would
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enhance the agricultural programs of the Indians by increasing
arable acreage and repairing faulty aqueducts. For this reason,
the Pueblos were willing to accept government assistance with
these projects. Such was not the case, however, for agricultural
education programs which attempted to reverse traditional concepts.
In the summer of 1940, Dr. Aberle held a meeting to discuss better coordination between the extension division and the boarding
school agricultural programs under the jurisdiction of the UPA.
Two large boarding schools at Santa Fe and Albuquerque had approximately 550 and 700 students, respectively. Both schools emphasized vocational training, including instruction in craftwork
and agricultural techniques. 27 At the meeting, one member of the
Agency argued that education should be directed toward a more
profitable use of Indian homelands. Others at the conference
began to evaluate Pueblo resources and to design specific procedures in the extension division and the schools which would help
the Pueblos use their land more efficiently. In an attempt to carry
out these procedures, officials divided the Pueblos into five groups
according to similarities in physical resources, industry, and initiative: Taos and Picuris; Tewa Pueblos; Middle Rio Grande·
Pueblos; Acoma and Laguna; and Zuni.
First, conference attendees proposed a winter agricultural
course for adults. However, because of myriad problems in the different Indian villages, two members suggested that adults be
trained at local day schools. A plan to instruct a particular adult
in each Pueblo and use him as an advisor was rejected because of
the long training period involved and the lack of influence that the
trainee might have on his community. Mr. Laflin suggested that
the increased irrigation construction for the Pueblos was a waste
since the canals already exceeded the Indians' ability to utilize
land. Noting the Pueblos' dislike for innovations in methods and
implements, he concluded that only by educating young Indians
at the boarding schools could modern ideas be initiated on the
reservations.
UPA personnel generally agreed that Pueblos could increase
their subsistence level economy by cultivating unused irrigable
lands. It was imperative that they develop those lands quickly,
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since pueblos in the District would have to pay their operation and
maintenance charges after 1944. At this time, the Agency was not
overly concerned about economic diversification but rather emphasized the need for agricultural expansion to feed the increasing
Indian population.
The Agency committee suggested thal vegetables raised at the
Albuquerque Indian School could be used at the boarding schools
and the UPA hospital. They also mentioned that, in the event of
war, the government might establish farms to cope with food
shortages. Similar action had been taken when there was a lack of
food in the First World War. 28 In 1940, however, no one could
have realized the impact war would have on the Pueblo agricultural economy.
The New Deal programs for the Pueblos laid the basis for future
government innovations. Although the federal government had
tried previously to impose agricultural programs, the Pueblos had
always preserved their traditional concepts. During the Depression, however, conditions were ripe for a change. Because of the
Indians' drastic poverty, the federal government and the Agency
had been able to introduce the AAA and CCC-ID methods for increasing- farm production. To help the sagging Pueblo economy
through better land utilization, the Agency had also begun to concentrate on agricultural education. Aware of Indian propensity to
resist change in cultural traditions, the UPA had not tried to impose educational programs directly on the reservations. Rather,
the Agency sensed that introducing new farming methods to
Pueblo youths in boarding schools would ultimately lead to
greater acceptance of their programs.
Although World War II dealt a blow to the New Deal programs,
the Agency's desire to revolutionize Pueblo agriculture continued.
To boost agricultural production, the Agency began to implement
ideas designed to modernize Pueblo agriculture. To meet these
ends, the UPA emphasized vocational agriculture programs in the
Santa Fe and Albuquerque schools.
A report on the progress of these schools in January 1942 indicated that more classroom instruction was necessary to make
the program efficient. Walter Nations, who was responsible for
the report, suggested that half of each day be spent in the
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classroom and the other part devoted to individual projects. 29 This
concept of dealing individually with the students embodied a
philosophy that the federal government thought crucial to any
change in the Pueblos' subsistence economy. It was the Agency's
goal to emphasize individualism, through stronger competition
among farmers, in order to change the Indians' subsistence
economy.
The immediate objective of this vocational program was the
utilization of irrigated land to its maximum potential. To correlate educational and reservation activities, schools taught
students methods of irrigation and agriculture compatible with
their previous experiences. The Agency also attempted to make its
activities among the Pueblos more pervasive. Since the draft had
depleted Indian manpower, the extension agent encouraged girls
to obtain vocational training in agriculture at the schools.
In addition to these programs, other changes were introduced.
Because of the shortage of certain food items during the war, the
federal government emphasized nutrition and asked students to
grow crops diversifying and balancing their diets. 30 Although new
food items had been introduced as early as the Spanish period, the
.Pueblo diet had changed very little. If the Agency could convince
Indians to alter their eating habits, another phase of agricultural
assimilation could be accomplished. With the encouragement of
the Agency, a number of Pueblo women (including the wives of
governors) attended nutrition courses in Albuquerque in the fall of
1942. 31
The federal government also encouraged the Pueblos to grow
"gardens for victory." Officials hoped that these gardens would
enhance the war spirit on the home front and help assure an adequate food supply. According to Aberle, Pueblo garden production increased by almost 25 percent in 1942. Under the direction
of the Agency, the extension men, school teachers, and children
worked together on victory gardens. They constructed hot beds at
the schools so that the children could grow plants, and at the end
of the school term the children transferred these plants to their
homes. Since the teachers were busy with selective service work
and rationing, the Agency encouraged village leaders to supervise
the growing of victory gardens. In this ~ay the Agency hoped to
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Frank Brennan, SCS Project Manager, opening gate head to ditch in 1936, on west
side of Jemez river. Photo courtesy Maxwell Museum, UNM.
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enlist village elders in the process of modernizing Pueblo agriculture. 32
The Department of the Interior strongly urged the Agency to
assist the Indian garden program. Aware of the limited amount of
garden seeds available, Interior officials stressed the need to start
permanent seed pools among Indian groups. If the Pueblos could
not grow their seeds, the Bureau of Indian Affairs proposed that
officers purchase the seeds with tribal funds. The combined support from local agents and the federal government therefore aided
agricultural assimilation within the Pueblo communities. Indeed,
an estimated 2,500 families planted gardens in 1942. 33
Because of the shortage of certain food supplies, the federal government also imposed rationing stamps on the Pueblos immediately after the beginning of American involvement in the war.
Under these circumstances, the Office of Price Administration
allowed Indian Superintendents to serve as Rationing Administrators, an office usually under state control. The Interior Department encouraged the use of local rationing facilities rather than
the employment of Indian Service Rationing Boards. 34 This emphasis on UPA control enlarged the Agency's power over Pueblo
foodstuffs. Given the drastic measures taken by the government
during the wartime to enlarge food supplies, Indians would have
to increase agricultural production to help combat unpredicted
. food shortages.
Agricultural Supervisor Will R. Bolen visited the pueblos of Sandia, Santa Ana, San Felipe, and Santo Domingo in the summer of
1943. He observed that the Indians were growing excellent potatoes, a crop which had failed previously. The farm agent at San
Felipe showed Bolen the demonstration garden in which improved
varieties of fruits and vegetables were grown. Largely because of
efforts of farm and extension agents, Pueblos had begun to emphasize crop rotation and fertilization. Bolen predicted that,
through the industry of the Pueblos, total acreage for the year
would increase, and food production would rise. 3s
In addition to helping the war. effort at home, the Pueblos also
served well on the battlefields. The percentage of these Indians
who served in World War II was higher than that of any other
ethnic group in the country.36 Because so many Indian young men
went to the armed forces, adjustments had to be made in Pueblo
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agricultural programs. Labor-saving machinery was needed, for
example, to allow the Indians to harvest their surplus crops for
market. In addition, John G. Evans, the new general superintendent, requested a power hay press fOf Isleta Pueblo in 1944. At
that time, these Indians cultivated almost 1,000 acres of alfalfa for
feedand sale. 37
Conditions at Sandia were similar. There, too, modern equipment was needed to make up for the loss in manpower to the war.
The Indians were cultivating approximately 500 acres of land in
small grain, mostly wheat. The combine they had rented the previous year at a high price was not available, and Evans asked for
funds to purchase one. 38
Altogether, impact of the war on Pueblo agriculture furthered
assimilation. Until the war, modern agricultural equipment had
limited impact on the Indians. Around the turn of the century, the
federal government had introduced modern farm equipment, but
the Pueblos used these devices sparingly. They were accustomed
to traditional methods of crop gathering, which, although ineffective, were part of an ancient lifestyle. But with the need to increase
agricultural output during World War II, Indians became more
willing to accept innovations in their farming methods.
The program in agricultural education for the Pueblos expanded near the end of the war. For example, the Taos day school
taught Indian farmers how to increase their farm output. Taos Indians, who had previously rejected the use of manure as fertilizer,
began to use it in their fields after observing its benefits. At Zuni,
which lacked a consistent water supply, there was less enthusiasm
for the agricultural program. However, the Agency felt that if the
development of a dependable water supply could be achieved on
this reservation, an agricultural education program would be
quite successful.
Although the Santa Fe school also suffered from an insufficient
water supply, its major concern was the development of educational training. The Agency proposed that a student instructor be
added to assist the farm teacher. In addition to teaching methods
of agricultural production, these men would offer instruction in
the maintenance, repair, and operation of farm machinery.39 By
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1945 the Agency's educational program'had begun to emphasize
the use of modern farm equipment.
A comparison of Pueblo agricultural acreage in 1940 and 1944
helps measure the efficiency of the Agency's program during this
time. Although the total acres, cultivated increased by more than
15 percent, nine pueblos showed a decrease in lands farmed, Only
nominal gains occurred in three other pueblos. However, many of
the Rio Grande pueblos lost crop acreage in the flood of 1941. Yet
there were gains in other areas. The major increases in agricultural lands were at Sandia, San Felipe, Santo Domingo, Taos,
Zuni, Acoma, and Isleta. In the seven years preceding 1944, production of forage crops, cereal crops, and garden produce increased considerably.40 In short, judging from the amount of land
available for farming, the government's program bore mixed
results.
COMPARISON OF AGRICULTURAL LAND, 1940-44
Pueblo

1940

1944

Isleta

% Change

3,006

3,465

+ 15.6

Sandia

765

1,878

+ 145.5

Acoma

1,113
1,570

1,391

+ 25.0

1,588

2,485

2,833

+1.1
+ 14.0

714

585

-18.1

327
1,369

312
1,345

-4.6

1,329

1,644

1,035

1,419

+ 24.7
+37,1
-10,3

Laguna
Zuni
Santa Ana
Zia
Jemez
Santo Domingo
San Felipe

-1.0

Cochiti

702

630

Santa Clara

502

547

Tesuque

190
279

177
288

43
401

35
274

186
2,015

176
2,369

922

899

+ 17.6
-2.5

18,953

21,855

+ 15.3

Nambe
Pojoaque
San Ildefonso
Picuris
Taos
Sanjuan
Total

+5.2
-6.8
+3.2
-18.6
-3,1.7
-5.4
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A major part of the Agency's modernization plan was the emphasis on individual, competitive agricultural programs. Like
other members of American society, Pueblo soldiers had difficulty
in adjusting to the post-war world. During the war, they had
undergone changes similar to non-Indians. However, in some
respects, the impact had been greater on Indians. For the Indian
soldier, competitive individualism without community support
was a new experience. While in the service, he was not only accepted as an individual but also judged as one. 41 As a result, the
Indian veterans had trouble readjusting to their traditional communallifestyles.
As early as 1942, fears were expressed concerning the post-war
readjustments of Indian soldiers. One observer questioned
whether the veterans would be able to return to their agricultural
pursuits and whether the young men who had spent their formative years in the Army would be satisfied with traditional economic endeavors. 42 These doubts were evident in many pueblos
and perhaps were confirmed in the increase in craftwork and offreservation employment in the post-war era. This trend toward
non-traditional occupations began during the New Deal programs
and increased as Pueblos became involved in wartime industries.
A few Anglo observers in the post-war period reported a decrease in religious ceremonies concerned with crops and weather
and an increase in nonagricultural activities. Some persons
claimed that this lessening interest in religion was reflected in a
separation of church and state and a shift in power from the
religious heads to the civil government in the more progressive
pueblos. Florence Hawley, who wrote about New Mexican Indians in the late 1940s, contended that participation in the ancient
agricultural ceremonies waned because individual wage earners
"no longer needled] cooperation of deities to achieve economic
security. "43

Since agriculture had been the basis of Indian subsistence economy for centuries, the task of modernizing methods of Pueblo crop
growing appeared monumental in the early 1930s. The Indian
Bureau officials saw that if this aspect of Pueblo life were to be
altered, economic, governmental, and religious patterns would
have to change to accommodate innovations in farming tech-
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niques. The UPA, recognizing the Pueblos' tendency to resist
modifications in their ancient cultural patterns, formulated the
Agency's program accordingly.
The Pueblo did not accept rapidly the New Deal agricultural
programs. However, the work of the AAA and the CCC gradually
introduced agricultural innovations, and, after the war began, the
Agency continued to exploit the propensity for change fostered
during the brief New Deal period. Rather than directing their programs entirely to the reservations, the UPA decided to emphasize
the education of Pueblo youths to encourage the gradual acceptance of modern farming methods.
The federal government and the Agency were able to promulgate their programs during the war because the loss of manpower
necessitated the use of modern equipment. Wartime nutritional
programs also helped to diversify the Indian diet. Although a few
observers noted a decline in traditional Pueblo c~remonies and
forms of government, conservative Pueblos were reluctant to
abandon their traditions. 44 Indeed, the breakdown of ancient
agricultural practices that resulted from the pressures of the
Depression and war years did not necessitate a decrease in
ceremonialism.. To believe that adaptation to a modern, diversified economy would automatically result in a loss .of this kind
would be an underestimation of the strength of the religious
character of the Pueblos.
Although modern Pueblos pursue a variety of occupations, agriculture remains an important part of their economy. Even in our
time, Pueblos are busily engaged in numerous litigations involving
their water rights along the Rio Grande. 45 In addition, at Zuni, Indians are considering the construction of an earth-filled dam on
the Zuni river to help control floods and allow for a dependable
source of irrigation water. Thus,it is clear that while Pueblos retain some of their traditional agricultural practices, they are also
utilizing modern methods of farming introduced during the Depression and war years.
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